
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227137093

What Makes an Article Influential? Predicting Impact in Social and Personality

Psychology

Article  in  Scientometrics · July 2008

DOI: 10.1007/s11192-007-1892-8

CITATIONS

179
READS

833

7 authors, including:

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

Taxometrics View project

Essentialism View project

Nick Haslam

University of Melbourne

352 PUBLICATIONS   21,062 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Leah Kaufmann

Australian Catholic University

34 PUBLICATIONS   398 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Steve Loughnan

The University of Edinburgh

93 PUBLICATIONS   5,877 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Kim Peters

The University of Exeter

74 PUBLICATIONS   2,847 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Nick Haslam on 16 May 2016.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227137093_What_Makes_an_Article_Influential_Predicting_Impact_in_Social_and_Personality_Psychology?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227137093_What_Makes_an_Article_Influential_Predicting_Impact_in_Social_and_Personality_Psychology?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Taxometrics?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Essentialism-2?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Nick-Haslam?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Nick-Haslam?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/University-of-Melbourne?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Nick-Haslam?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Leah-Kaufmann?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Leah-Kaufmann?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Australian_Catholic_University?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Leah-Kaufmann?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Steve-Loughnan?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Steve-Loughnan?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/The-University-of-Edinburgh?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Steve-Loughnan?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Kim-Peters-4?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Kim-Peters-4?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Kim-Peters-4?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Nick-Haslam?enrichId=rgreq-9a68b21abbff1b9ce24cdbb7a7de4585-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyNzEzNzA5MztBUzozNjIyNzcwOTUxMzMxODZAMTQ2MzM4NDk5ODkwMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


Jointly published by Akadémiai Kiadó, Budapest Scientometrics, Vol. 76, No. 1 (2008) 169–185 
and Springer, Dordrecht  DOI: 10.1007/s11192-007-1892-8 
 

Received August 6, 2007 

Address for correspondence: 
NICK HASLAM 
Department of Psychology, University of Melbourne 
Parkville VIC 3010, Melbourne, Australia 
E-mail: nhaslam@unimelb.edu.au 
 
0138–9130/US $ 20.00 
Copyright © 2008 Akadémiai Kiadó, Budapest 
All rights reserved 

What makes an article influential? 
Predicting impact in social and personality psychology 

NICK HASLAM, LAUREN BAN, LEAH KAUFMANN, STEPHEN LOUGHNAN, 
KIM PETERS, JENNIFER WHELAN, SAM WILSON 

University of Melbourne, Melbourne (Australia) 

Factors contributing to citation impact in social-personality psychology were examined in a 
bibliometric study of articles published in the field’s three major journals. Impact was 
operationalized as citations accrued over 10 years by 308 articles published in 1996, and predictors 
were assessed using multiple databases and trained coders. Predictors included author 
characteristics (i.e., number, gender, nationality, eminence), institutional factors (i.e., university 
prestige, journal prestige, grant support), features of article organization (i.e., title characteristics, 
number of studies, figures and tables, number and recency of references), and research approach 
(i.e., topic area, methodology). Multivariate analyses demonstrated several strong predictors of 
impact, including first author eminence, having a more senior later author, journal prestige, article 
length, and number and recency of references. Many other variables – e.g., author gender and 
nationality, collaboration, university prestige, grant support, title catchiness, number of studies, 
experimental vs. correlational methodology, topic area – did not predict impact. 

Introduction 

The road to publication can be rocky, but most authors hope it is only the first stage 
in a longer journey. Getting published is good, but ideally one will also be read. Better 
still, one’s writing will persuade and enlighten readers, influence their work, and stand 
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as a lasting contribution to knowledge. Sadly, this aim is not always achieved. Many 
scholarly publications have little or no impact, either immediate or enduring, and most 
articles are cited seldom or not at all. What distinguishes influential articles from those 
that languish in obscurity? 

Given the growing importance of impact assessment, it is surprising how little 
attention has been devoted to this question in psychology. Citation-based metrics are 
increasingly used to evaluate researchers, to rank departments and universities, and to 
assess and advertise the standing of scientific journals (i.e., “impact factors”). However, 
little work has investigated predictors of impact at the level of articles. If robust 
contributors to article impact were identified, authors could make deliberate efforts to 
increase the impact of their research by altering how they conduct and present it. 
Universities, grant agencies, and journals also have a stake in this issue, as part of their 
mission is to promote research that is influential. 

Possible contributors to article impact could be selected in several ways. One way is 
to propose article qualities that can be judged subjectively by experts. STERNBERG & 
GORDEEVA [1996], for example, found six factors that psychologists believed to make 
articles influential: they should be well presented, theoretically significant, practically 
useful, attention-capturing, methodologically interesting, and valuable for future 
research. However there is as yet no evidence that dimensions such as these reliably 
predict the actual impact of articles, as distinct from experts’ implicit theories. Indeed, 
research on similar subjective evaluations indicates that their prediction of impact is 
modest. For example, GOTTFREDSON [1978] showed that experts’ judgments of various 
dimensions of article quality correlated weakly (rs ≤ ±0.23) with citation counts. 
SHADISH [1989] found that psychologists’ ratings of article quality were significantly 
predicted by their ratings of 25 out of 27 quality-related criteria, but only 4 of these 
criteria predicted citations (rs ≤ 0.22). Finally, LEE & AL. [2003] found that prospective 
judgments of quality, in the form of annual “outstanding paper” awards in a human 
factors journal, only weakly predicted eventual impact. 

A basic limitation of quality dimensions as predictors of impact is that they rely on 
subjective evaluations that may differ widely between judges. What is well-written, 
profound and fascinating to one reader may be obscure, trite and dull to another. Indeed, 
peer review assessments of manuscripts and grant proposals, which rely on subjective 
quality judgments, suffer from bias and low levels of interreviewer agreement (e.g., 
[CICCHETTI, 1991; LINDSEY, 1988; PETERS & CECI, 1982]). The limitations of 
subjective quality judgments imply that alternative ways of predicting impact must be 
sought. One relatively unexplored method is to select predictors that can be assessed 
objectively. Such predictors can be classified as involving attributes of authors, social 
institutions, articles themselves, and research approach. 
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Related studies 

Author characteristics: Some attributes of authors may be associated with the 
impact of their products. First, collaborative publications with multiple authors may 
tend to be more influential because they may combine the strengths of individual 
authors. Evidence of such a collaboration advantage has been obtained previously 
[SMART & BAYER, 1986]. Second, author gender may predict impact. HELMREICH & 
AL. [1980] found that male psychologists received more citations than females, whereas 
OVER [1990] found no sex difference in citations for articles appearing in the same 
journals. FERBER [1986] showed that men and women tend to preferentially cite authors 
of their own gender, a bias that should reduce the relative impact of female-authored 
articles in male-dominated fields. Third, authors of particular nationalities may produce 
articles with relatively high impact, potentially on account of preferential patterns of 
own-country or own-ethnicity citation [GREENWALD & SHUH, 1994; LANGE, 1985]. 
Fourth, more eminent or productive authors, who have an extensive record of prior 
accomplishment, may tend to produce more influential articles [BALDI, 1998], just as 
they tend to receive more positive evaluations from reviewers and editors [PETTY & AL., 
1999]. This possibility has received some support from STEWART [1983], who notes 
that the effect may reflect not only the superior qualities of the cited work, but also the 
preferential citing of the work because of its author’s eminence (the “Matthew effect”; 
[MERTON, 1968]).  

Institutional factors: A second set of factors that may contribute to article impact 
concerns social institutions rather than individuals. The prestige of the institution with 
which authors are affiliated may be associated with greater impact [BALDI, 1998], 
whether because higher-status institutions tend to employ better researchers or because 
work linked to these institutions is given greater attention or credence. The prestige or 
status of the journal in which articles appear may also predict impact. In social and 
personality psychology, for instance, the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
(JPSP) is acknowledged to be the pre-eminent academic outlet and receives the 
majority of citations [QUINONES-VIDAL & AL., 2004]. A third institutional predictor of 
impact is whether the reported research has received support from a granting body. 
Research funded by competitive grants may have the advantage of being professionally 
validated and materially well-supported. This may contribute to articles being more 
influential, although grant funding was unrelated to citations in past work [CRONIN & 
SHAW, 1999; HARTER & HOOTEN, 1992]. 

Article organization: Objective structural or organizational properties of articles 
may also predict their impact. Informative or attention-capturing titles may improve 
impact. Colons are increasingly present in titles [LEWISON & HARTLEY, 2005], and it 
has been argued that they indicate scholarly complexity and distinction [DILLON, 1981]. 
Longer articles may make more substantial contributions, containing more findings and 
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studies, and have been found to garner more citations [HUDSON, 2007; STEWART, 
1983]. The number of tables and figures appearing may predict article impact by 
reflecting greater quantity of substantive contribution or clarity of presentation. Figures, 
in particular, may predict impact because graph prominence is diagnostic of “hard” 
science [CLEVELAND, 1984; SIMONTON, 2006], which tends to attract relatively high 
citation rates. An article’s referencing may predict impact, to the extent that more 
extensive referencing – like increasingly length a historical trend in psychology [ADAIR 
& VOHRA, 2003] – may occur in articles that are unusually substantial, integrative, or 
far-reaching in their implications. Articles that cite many recent references may be 
especially influential because the work addresses a hot topic [DOUGLAS, 1992]. 
Reference recency is a key feature of scientific hardness [COLE, 1983], and predicted 
citations in previous research [STEWART, 1983]. 

Research approach: A final set of possible predictors of article impact relates to the 
type of research that is reported. Research in particular broad topic areas might be 
relatively influential in a particular time and place. Different research methodologies 
may also be reliably associated with article impact. For example, PATSOPOULOS & AL. 
[2005] showed that particular study designs in the health sciences received higher than 
average citation counts. Psychological studies that employ correlational vs. 
experimental methods, are laboratory vs. field based, or use undergraduate vs. 
community samples may differ in impact. 

The potential predictors of article impact presented here all refer to objective factual 
properties that do not require subjective judgments. As research evidence has generally 
failed to demonstrate substantial associations between quality judgments and impact in 
psychology, it may be fruitful to investigate the predictive merits of such predictors. 
Similarly, although there has been extensive research on predictors of the impact of 
individual researchers (e.g., [CRONIN & OVERFELT, 1994]), and extensive use of citation 
data to evaluate departments, universities and journals, there has been relatively little 
research on predictors of article impact. We therefore undertook a study of article 
impact using a comprehensive set of these predictors, extracted from databases and 
coder judgments. All articles appearing over a 1-year period in the three primary 
journals in social and personality psychology were examined, and an extensive set of 
predictors developed. Citation impact was assessed over a 10-year period, as briefer 
periods may yield invalid evaluations [MCGARTY, 2000]. Bivariate and multivariate 
associations between the predictors and citations were examined. 
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Method 

Sample 

The sample of articles included all standard articles (N = 308) published in 1996 in 
three of the primary journals in social-personality psychology: JPSP (n = 178; 57.8%), 
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin (PSPB; n = 104; 33.8%), and Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology (JESP; n = 26; 8.4%). A small number of errata (7), 
comments (2), replies (2), and special issue introductions and obituaries (1 each) were 
not included in the sample. Number of citations for each article were counted using 
Web of Science in mid-July 2006, 10 years since the mid-point of the year of 
publication. Self-citations were not excluded because as a small minority of citations, 
especially in highly cited journals such as those employed here, self-citations have 
minimal effect on the relative citations of articles, the focus of attention here. 

Impact predictors 

Author characteristics. Number of authors was counted from Web of Science. 
Gender of all authors was coded, with consultation of personal websites and members 
of specific cultural groups to resolve ambiguous or unfamiliar names, and variables 
constructed for first author gender (1 = female, 0 = male) and proportion of female 
authors. Country of residence for all authors was assessed based on institutional 
affiliation and coded as U.S.A. vs. other, and as North American (U.S.A. and Canada) 
vs. other. Parallel variables were constructed for nationality of first author and number 
of non-U.S.A./non-North American authors. Author eminence (or productivity) was 
operationalized as the number of articles published in the three journals prior to the year 
of the reference article (i.e., pre-1996), counted using the PsycINFO database. Variables 
were constructed to assess the eminence of each article’s first author, of its other 
authors combined (i.e., summed), and of all its authors collectively, and whether or not 
the first author was the most eminent (1 if so, 0 if not). For single-authored articles, the 
“other authors” variable was coded 0 and the author was automatically the most 
eminent. 

Institutional factors. Institutional prestige was coded using the 2005 edition of the 
Shanghai Jiao Tong University academic rankings of the top 500 universities worldwide 
[SHANGHAI JIAO TONG UNIVERSITY, 2005], which are based largely on research 
performance. Ranks of the first author’s institutional affiliation and for the highest-
ranked institution of any author were recorded. Because many institutions listed on 
articles did not make the top 500, and ranks below 100 are listed only in ranges, these 
variables were re-coded as follows, to yield an approximately normal distribution: 
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8 = 1–10, 7 = 11–20, 6 = 21–50, 5 = 51–100, 4 = 101–200, 3 = 201–300, 2 = 301–500,  
1 = >500. For validation purposes, a ranking based specifically on 185 psychology 
departments’ PhD programs at the approximate time of publication was also consulted 
[NATIONAL RESEARCH COUNCIL, 1995], although it includes only U.S.A.-based 
departments. Journal prestige was coded dichotomously as JPSP vs. other, given the 
former’s pre-eminence. Nationally competitive grant support was judged from articles’ 
author notes, and coded as present when a supporting grant from a major national 
granting agency was cited for any author (e.g., NIMH & NSF [U.S.A.], SSHRC 
[Canada]). Acknowledged funding support from research fellowships or intramural or 
foundation-based grants was not included. 

Article organization characteristics. Title length was counted in words, and 
presence of a colon was coded present or absent. “Catchiness” of titles – a new 
predictor in bibliometric studies – was rated by two graduate students from 0 (very dry 
and uninteresting) to 10 (catchy and engaging). Agreement was good (r = 0.41): the 
mean rating served as our catchiness index. Article length in pages was recorded. To 
control for differences in journal format, graduate students counted the words on 10 
randomly selected pages of each journal, and the mean words per page for each journal 
were used to convert PSPB and JESP article lengths into JPSP page equivalents. 
Numbers of tables and figures in each article were counted. Number of studies 
(excluding pilots) was counted by undergraduate researchers (see section below). 
Number of references was extracted using the Web of Science database, which was also 
used to compute the mean year of these references (“in press” references were counted 
as being dated 1996). 

Research approach characteristics. Topic area was operationalized as the three 
formal sections of JPSP (Attitudes and social cognition, Interpersonal relations and 
group processes, and Personality processes and individual differences), which represent 
well-recognized divisions in the field. Section placement of all JPSP articles was noted, 
and a senior researcher read the abstracts of all PSPB and JESP articles (n = 130) and 
assigned them to one section using the section descriptions published in JPSP in 1996. 
The remaining variables in this set were coded by 23 advanced undergraduates who 
were trained to assess them using a coding manual and practice cases. Each student read 
and coded approximately 16 articles, with 49 articles double-coded for reliability 
testing. Coders assessed whether or not any study in each article 1) used experimental 
methods, 2) used correlational methods, 3) was conducted in a laboratory setting, 4) was 
conducted in a field setting, 5) employed a student sample, 6) employed a community 
sample, and 7) employed a special population (e.g., people with a mental disorder, 
children). A small number of articles were subsequently assigned to a 
“theoretical/review” category. All codes were independent rather than mutually 
exclusive, so individual articles could be coded as having multiple methodology and 
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sample types. Inter-coder reliabilities were generally strong (mean % agreement = 82.3, 
mean kappa = 0.55, mean phi = 0.73). 

Results 

The 308 articles were cited an average 39.94 times (SD = 41.21), with a very wide 
range (0 – 338). The distribution was highly skewed, so citations were log-transformed. 
Two uncited articles were given transformed values of 0. A three-step process was used 
to examine predictors of this citation index. First, the index was correlated with the 
predictors within each set. Second, the index was regressed on non-redundant predictors 
in each set so that their independent contributions could be assessed. Finally, the index 
was regressed on the combined significant predictors from the four sets. Month of 
publication was recorded as a control variable in all regression analyses, as articles 
published later had less time to garner citations. 

Author characteristics 

Correlations between the transformed citation count and the set of author 
characteristics are presented in Table 1, which reveals few significant associations. 
Number of authors (M = 2.74, SD = 1.23) did not predict impact, nor did either the first 
author’s gender (female = 36.4%) or the overall gender composition of the author list 
(mean % female = 41.0). North America-based (n = 268, 87.0%) and U.S.A.-based 
(n = 249, 80.8%) first authors did not write more or less influential articles. 
 

 
Table 1. Correlations and regression weights for relationships 

between author characteristics and impact 

Predictor r β  

Number of authors 0.09 0.02 
First author gender –0.01 0.03 
Author gender (proportion) 0.01 – 
First author North America-based 0.03 0.04 
First author U.S.A.-based –0.03 – 
First author eminence 0.18** 0.32*** 
Later author eminence 0.02 –0.21* 
Total author eminence 0.12* – 
First author most eminent –0.07 –0.40*** 
Month – –0.05  

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01;*** p < 0.001 
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Author eminence varied widely (e.g., first author M = 5.17, SD = 6.60, range 0–31) and 
was highly skewed (mode = 0, median = 2), so a square root transform was applied to 
all eminence-based variables. Eminence of first authors, but not later authors 
collectively, was associated with higher citation counts, and inclusion of these later 
authors in the total eminence variable diluted its capacity to predict citations. Whether 
or not the most eminent author appeared first in the author list did not correlate with 
citations.  

To assess independent contributions of the author characteristics, several redundant 
variables were omitted to avoid multicollinearity and interpretation difficulties. The 
gender proportion variable was strongly associated with first author gender (r = 0.67), 
and only the latter was retained. For the nested nationality variables (r = 0.79), the more 
inclusive (North American) variable was selected, although no findings changed when 
the less inclusive (U.S.A.) version was employed. The “total author eminence” variable 
was dropped because it is redundant with the “first author” and “later author” variables. 
The multiple regression analysis (see Table 1) yielded a significant model, 
F(7,300) = 4.01, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.09. First author eminence remained the strongest 
predictor of impact, but negative effects for the first author being most eminent and for 
later author eminence emerged. These findings persisted when the analysis was 
restricted to articles with more than one author. By implication, more eminent first 
authors write more influential articles, but if they are the most eminent researcher on the 
author list their work’s impact is reduced. First authors with above-median eminence 
received on average 38.23 citations when they were the most eminent author but 63.48 
citations in the unusual event (n = 29; 21.8%) that they were not. Similarly, first authors 
of median or below eminence received only 29.13 citations if they did not have a more 
eminent co-author, but 37.78 citations in the usual event that they did (n = 111; 78.2%). 

Institutional factors 

Correlations between the institutional factor variables and the citation index are 
presented in Table 2. Neither institutional prestige variable was associated with article 
impact. These global, 2005 university-level rankings were significantly associated with 
the U.S.A.-based, 1995 department-level National Research Council (NRC) rankings 
(first author institution ranking r = 0.68; highest ranked institution ranking r =0.71), and 
NRC rankings had similarly null associations with citations. In contrast, journal prestige 
had a powerful association with impact. An ANOVA showed that JPSP articles 
(M = 52.11, SD = 47.15) were significantly more cited than PSPB (M = 23.41,  
SD = 21.94) or JESP articles (M = 22.69, SD = 25.09), F(2,305) = 30.99, p < 0.0001. 
The latter journals did not differ in citations. Having nationally competitive grant 
funding (n = 164, 53.2%) was also associated with greater impact. When the citation 
index was regressed on the institutional variables and publication month, the model was 
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significant, F(5,302) = 14.35, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.19, and the same two significant 
predictors emerged (see Table 2). First authors of more prestigious (JPSP) articles 
tended to be affiliated with more prestigious institutions (r = 0.17, p < 0.01), but 
institutional prestige did not independently predict impact. Grant support was not 
associated with journal prestige (r = 0.10, ns) or institutional prestige (rs = 0.01  
& –0.06, ns). 

 
Table 2. Correlations and regression weights for relationships 

between institutional factors and impact 

Predictor r β 

First author institution’s prestige 0.03 –0.04 
Highest institution’s prestige 0.02 0.01 
Journal prestige (JPSP vs. other) 0.41*** 0.40*** 
Grant support 0.17** 0.13* 
Month – 0.04 

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 
 
We conducted an exploratory search for mediators of the association between 

journal prestige and impact (i.e., the “JPSP effect”). Sobel tests revealed that only 
article length (z = 4.50, p < 0.0001) and number of references (z = 3.83, p < 0.0001) 
provided significant, partial mediation. In short, one reason why JPSP papers were 
more influential may be that they tended to be longer and more extensively referenced. 

Article organization characteristics 

Table 3 presents correlations between structural features of articles and their impact. 
 

Table 3. Correlations and regression weights for relationships between article organization 
characteristics and impact 

Predictor r β 

Title length –0.05 –0.12* 
Title colon 0.12* 0.11* 
Title catchiness –0.01 0.02 
Article length 0.42*** 0.26** 
Number of studies 0.10 0.03 
Number of figures 0.17** 0.09 
Number of tables 0.17** 0.07 
Number of references 0.34*** 0.21** 
Recency of references 0.19** 0.22*** 
Month – –0.10 

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 
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The length and catchiness of article titles were not associated with citations, but titles 
with a colon (n = 184, 59.7%) had a modest advantage. Longer articles, and those 
containing more tables and figures, received more citations. Articles with more and 
more recent references also had higher impact. In a multiple regression analysis, 
F(10,297) = 11.19, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.27, the colon, tables, and figures effects became 
nonsignificant and the effect of number of references was reduced, probably because of 
its strong association with article length (r = 0.53, p < 0.0001). 

Research approach characteristics 

An ANOVA indicated that topic area was not associated with impact,  
F(2,305) = 2.28, p > 0.10, a finding replicated when the analysis was restricted to JPSP 
articles, F(2,175) = 0.94, p > 0.10, where topic area was directly coded rather than 
judged. Table 4 indicates that none of the methodology-related variables predicted 
impact. Theoretical/review articles (1.3% of the sample) had a weak citation advantage. 
 

 
Table 4. Correlations and regression weights for relationships between research approach 

characteristics and impact 

Predictor r β 

Experimental –0.02 –0.05 
Correlational 0.03 0.02 
Laboratory-based 0.08 0.09 
Field-based –0.03 –0.08 
Student sample –0.01 –0.02 
Community sample 0.04 0.05 
Special population  –0.02 –0.07 
Theoretical/review 0.12*  0.14* 
Month – –0.05 

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 
 

To test the possibility that broader patterns of methodology predict impact, a principal 
components analysis of the seven methodological variables was conducted, yielding a 
clear two-factor solution (68.8% explained variance). One factor contained substantial 
loadings for correlational and field-based methods with community or special 
population samples, and the other contained loadings for experimental and laboratory-
based methods and student samples. However, these broad methodological factors were 
not associated with citation rates (rs = 0.02 & 0.01, ns). A multiple regression analysis 
confirmed the absence of links between research approach and impact, F(9,298) = 1.12, 
ns, R2 = 0.03. 
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Combined analysis 

To develop a final model for predicting article impact, the citation index was 
regressed on all variables that had significant predictive effects in previous regression 
analyses. Together these variables strongly predicted impact, F(12,295) = 14.03,  
p < 0.001, R2 = 0.36 (see Table 5), and to a greater degree than a previous multivariate 
analysis of citation predictors [BALDI, 1998]. Most of the predictors that were 
significant in the earlier analyses remained so, with the exception of the later author 
eminence, grant support, title-related, and theoretical/review article type variables. Six 
variables emerge as core predictors of impact. The most influential articles have 
eminent first authors backed by at least one more eminent collaborator, appear in the 
most prestigious journal, are long, and are extensively referenced with recent 
publications. 

 
Table 5. Summary of overall multiple regression analysis predicting impact 

Predictor β 

First author eminence 0.30*** 
Later author eminence –0.12 
First author most eminent –0.28** 
Journal prestige (JPSP vs. other) 0.26*** 
Grant support 0.04 
Title length –0.10 
Title colon 0.08 
Article length 0.21*** 
Number of references 0.15** 
Recency of references 0.19*** 
Theoretical/review 0.02 
Month –0.09  

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 

Discussion 

The present study aimed to identify factors that contribute to the impact of articles in 
social and personality psychology. This aim was successfully accomplished, as several 
variables were shown to predict citations independently over a 10-year period. These 
successful predictors were distributed across the four variable sets, implicating 
characteristics of authors, social institutions, the articles themselves, and the type of 
research that they reported. Just as importantly, many variables with plausible links to 
impact were shown not to predict citations, and the different variable sets differed in 
their predictive power. Article- and institution-related variables were most potent, and 
author and approach variables were least potent. 
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Author characteristics 

Characteristics of authors made only modest contributions to the prediction of 
article impact. Although collaboration (multiple authorship) might be expected to 
promote impact by the pooling of resources and complementing of skills, articles with 
more authors were no more likely to be highly cited. Collaboration may increase the 
number of articles produced rather than their impact. It is also true that multiple 
authorship does not necessarily reflect true collaboration. 

Demographic characteristics of authors that might predict impact – and suggest the 
possibility of bias if they did – were unrelated to citations. Articles with female first 
authors or with a relatively high proportion of female authors were cited no less or no 
more than those with male authors. This finding is consistent with some research 
[OVER, 1990] but inconsistent with other work [HELMREICH & AL., 1980]. By 
implication, there may no longer be significant impact bias against female authors in 
social-personality psychology. Similarly, although authors from outside North America 
were in a distinct minority, their work had the same impact as that of their North 
American peers. Although the numerical dominance of North American authors may 
encourage perceptions of insularity from authors located elsewhere, the evidence of this 
study does not support any systematic citation advantage for them. However, even if 
gender and national biases are not evident in citations, they may nevertheless exist at 
earlier stages of scientific evaluation, potentially restricting access to publication. For 
example, PETTY & AL. [1999] found that female-authored manuscripts tended to be 
evaluated more negatively at PSPB. 

One set of author variables that did contribute to impact involved eminence. First 
authors with more extensive track records tended to produce articles that were more 
highly cited. To what extent this effect points to the intrinsic scientific quality of their 
work or the extrinsic citation benefit of being well-known is unclear. Less published 
authors are less likely than established authors to publish again in future, and their work 
is therefore less likely to maintain visibility. Interestingly, the collective eminence of 
non-first authors had no association with article impact. Only the intrinsic or 
reputational qualities of the primary author appear to affect its impact, so there is no 
citation benefit from having an impressive supporting cast.  

One partial exception to this conclusion is that the relative eminence of the first and the 
most eminent later author appears to have a bearing on impact. Independent of their own 
eminence, when the first author is backed by a more eminent later author – perhaps typically 
a supervisor, mentor, or senior colleague: a common occurrence given author listing norms in 
psychology – their article is likely to be more influential. When the first author is supported 
only by less eminent collaborators – perhaps typically students or junior colleagues – their 
article is likely to be cited less. Although this effect was relatively weak, it may qualify 
the generally null effect of collaboration discussed above. 
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Institutional factors 

The prestige of authors’ institutional affiliations, based on global university 
rankings, had no bearing on the impact of their articles. This effect was effective nil 
whether the first author’s affiliation or the affiliation of the most prestigiously-located 
author was considered, replicating a null effect obtained by BALDI [1998]. By 
implication, no citation benefit accrues to first authors at less prestigious institutions 
who list a co-author from a more ivy-draped establishment, although benefits may exist 
at the time of manuscript evaluation. In contrast, research that received funding from 
nationally competitive granting agencies did attract more citations, in contrast to 
previous findings [CRONIN & SHAW, 1999; HARTER & HOOTEN, 1992]. This effect 
might reflect valid prediction of research quality by those agencies, their supporting of 
researchers with better track records, or the capacity of funding to enable quality 
research. 

The strongest institutional factor was journal prestige. Although all three journals 
are prestigious, articles published in JPSP received more than twice as many citations 
on average as those published in the other two journals. Part of this advantage appears 
to be explained by the greater magnitude of JPSP articles – whether assessed by number 
of pages, studies, or references – but even when these variables are statistically 
controlled the JPSP advantage remains substantial. Arguably, qualities intrinsic to its 
articles (e.g., definitiveness, originality, generativeness) may lead to heavier citation. 
Alternatively, the JPSP advantage partly reflects a brand phenomenon. Articles 
published in the journal may acquire by association a patina of status or quality, which 
increases their value in the intellectual marketplace. One way in which this may operate 
is that authors who need to support a claim may cite an article published in a more 
prestigious journal over an equally suitable article published in a lower-status journal.  

Article organization 

Features of article organization were the largest set of predictor variables, and 
collectively the most powerful. Simple structural features of titles had weak but 
nevertheless surprising associations with impact, which did not appear to be reducible 
to subjective catchiness or memorability, although they disappeared in the final model. 
The most effective subset of article organization predictors involved magnitude: more 
influential articles were longer, and had more figures, tables, and references. 
Interestingly they did not have more studies, given current publication trends for 
increasing numbers of studies per article [QUINONES-VIDAL & AL., 2004]. Simple 
length appears to be the main driver of these magnitude effects, as bivariate associations 
between impact and numbers of figures and tables disappeared when article length was 
statistically controlled. Number of tables and figures appears to reflect the quantity of 
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findings, rather than qualitative features of articles that boost their impact. There was no 
evidence of a specific link between figures and impact, despite the apparent value of 
figures in signifying harder (and more highly cited) forms of science [CLEVELAND, 
1984]. Article length is unlikely to have a straightforward causal relationship to impact, 
and it would not be advisable for researchers to pad their articles in an effort to increase 
their influence. Longer articles probably just have more to say, whether in the form of 
more original ideas that need extensive introduction, more sophisticated analysis, or 
more programmatic and comprehensive development of a line of research. Editors may 
also allow more space to work they judge to be important. The length effect may have 
some implications for editorial policy, especially in view of recurring criticism of the 
progressive lengthening of articles [ADAIR & VOHRA, 2003]. If longer articles are more 
influential, then this trend may not be in all respects bad. 

One kind of magnitude that does not appear to be reducible to article length was the 
number of references, which predicted impact independent of length. Although, like 
article length, trends towards excessive referencing have been criticized [ADAIR & 
VOHRA, 2003], citing more references may be diagnostic of greater quality and impact. 
First, extensive referencing may reflect authors’ scrupulousness or depth of familiarity 
with the research topic. Second, extensive referencing may reflect a domain of inquiry 
that is mature and populated by many researchers, so that contributions to it will be 
noticed and cited. Third, such referencing may reflect integrative science, in which 
multiple lines of inquiry are brought together originally. Similar considerations may 
account for the finding that articles with more recent references also tend to have 
greater impact. This effect may simply reflect the liveliness or timeliness of a research 
area (i.e., a “hot topic”). It may also reflect authors’ skill is making connections 
between their own work and other lines of contemporary research interest. Finally, the 
reference recency effect may partly reflect the quicker path to publication of higher 
quality articles.  

Research approach 

The set of research approach variables was the only one that failed to predict article 
impact. Although the methodological features were coded reliably and formed 
identifiable patterns of experimental and correlational approaches, none were 
systematically associated with citations. Broad research topic area was also unrelated to 
impact, although finer-grained classifications would be likely to reveal some more 
influential topics. The only variable that showed any statistically reliable association 
with impact was the theory/review article type. Such articles were more influential than 
average, but also extremely rare, and their impact advantage did not persist when 
variables such as article length were controlled. By implication, during the past decade 
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there was no general tendency for social vs. personality psychology, or experimental vs. 
correlational methods, to yield more influential articles. This state of affairs may signify 
a type of equilibrium, where no broad research approach or domain dominates. 

Although our attempt to determine specific predictors of article impact was largely 
successful, 64% of the variability in impact remains unexplained by our final model. 
Some of this unexplained variance may be attributable to factors that can only be 
assessed using the subjective judgments of experts. Judgments of an article’s clarity of 
presentation, theoretical and practical significance, generativity, and so forth cannot be 
directly extracted from databases, but they would be expected to correlate with impact 
nonetheless. Although they have generally failed to do so [GOTTFREDSON, 1978; 
SHADISH, 1989], it is difficult to accept that they have no predictive role to play. What 
makes an article influential must at least partially reflect qualities that are not captured 
by structural indices. One reason for the poor predictive performance of subjective 
judgments may be the unreliability of their assessment. In the earlier studies, a single 
judge rated each article, despite evidence of poor interreviewer agreement in studies of 
manuscript evaluation [CICCHETTI, 1991], and it is therefore unsurprising that the 
ratings failed to predict citations well. Stronger associations may be found if ratings of 
multiple judges are combined, perhaps using latent variable methods.  

Even if evaluation of the more subjective features of articles is optimized, however, 
it will still need to be complemented by assessment of objective factors such as those 
examined here. The successful predictors in this study – author eminence and relative 
eminence, article length, journal prestige, reference number and recency – are not 
(explicitly) involved in subjective judgments of article quality. This divergence between 
subjective quality criteria, which focus on the intrinsic properties of research, and 
objective predictors, which focus on extrinsic properties such as author and institutional 
attributes, has interesting implications. The pre-publication fate of manuscripts rests 
only on quality judgments, whereas their post-publication impact may depend on quite 
different factors. If quality and impact have different predictors, somewhat different 
manuscript evaluation processes may promote the publication of high-quality and high-
impact work. Ideally research reports will be high on both dimensions, but there may be 
a trade-off between them. Examining citation impact as a function of quality ratings at 
the time of manuscript evaluation may clarify these matters, as may the comparison of 
poorly cited articles in highly selective journals with highly cited articles in lower-status 
journals. 

Conclusions 

The present study has several limitations. Despite its large sample of articles, it can 
only address predictors of citations operating at a particular historical moment, and it 
would be desirable to replicate its findings in another publication year. Citation indices 



HASLAM & AL.: What makes an article influential? Predicting impact in social and personality psychology 

184 Scientometrics 76 (2008) 
 

do not offer a sufficient assessment of impact, and they are known to have several 
weaknesses and limitations [GARFIELD, 1987]. Author, institutional, article, and 
research approach variables additional to those assessed might improve the prediction 
of citation impact or account for the significant predictive effects obtained. 
Nevertheless, the study demonstrates that citation impact in social and personality 
psychology can be predicted strongly by objectively assessed factors, several of which 
are not intuitively obvious, and that several plausible predictors are in fact unrelated to 
impact. The bibliometric analysis of scientific impact might benefit from the 
comprehensive attention to relevant objective predictors attempted by this study. 
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